Radio
• Find out whether you are expected to go into the studio
or whether you can do an interview over the phone
(down the line). Radio stations will prefer doing an
interview on a landline rather than a mobile phone if
you are not going to the studio.
• Sometimes journalists will ask if you can do the
interview through an ISDN line (high quality phone line)
– your press office may have one of these which may
mean you don’t have to go to a studio.
• Keep a pen and paper with you to make notes (and have
your 3 key points to hand), but make sure you don’t
rustle the papers or make noise during the interview.

TV
• Find out if you need to go to the studio or whether
they have the resources to send a camera crew to you.
• If a camera crew is coming to interview you, set some
time aside – it will take longer than you imagine as they
will almost certainly do a number of takes.
• Take information to read with you if you are travelling to
the studio – use this time to decide on your ‘key points’.
• Try to dress neatly and avoid wearing anything that may
be distracting on screen e.g. dangly earrings, brightly
patterned shirts or cartoon ties.
• Try to keep still during the interview – moving around or
waving your hands around will distract the viewer from
what you are saying. Smile and try to be aware of your
body language (e.g. don’t cross your arms,
gesticulate wildly or slouch in your chair).

“Scientists often worry about whether
everything they say is absolutely accurate, but
to get the message across to the general public
through the media you have to simplify your
science. It is important to concentrate on the
overall message instead of worrying about the
finer details. ”
Jenny Gimpel, PR Manager, King’s College London
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doingThe
this now?
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of the worst ways to explain science, given
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medium
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your messages about science across:
• Do they want you to come to the studio? If so, can they
organise transport?

Possibly the best way to communicate with the public
87%
the public
get for
thethe
majority
of their
• Take all
theofcontact
details
journalist
you information
are
about
dealing
with.science from the media (data from Ipsos MORI
Public Attitudes to Science 2011). In controversial or fast
• Do they want to do the interview live or pre-recorded?
moving areas of science, the public deserve to have the
best will
information
aboutlast
thefor?
science from the people best
• How long
the interview
qualified to talk about the subject – i.e. you, the scientist.
• Can they tell you what the first question will be?

• Before the interview decide what your 3 key points will be.

If you don’t speak, someone else will
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“

”

Christopher Shaw, Professor of Neurology and
Fiona Fox, Chief Executive, Science Media Centre
Neurogenetics, King’s College London
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as a research funding body
“weIncreasingly
are recognising the importance of having

scientists who disseminate their research
findings and their expertise to the media. This
is something that no doubt we will recognise
even more in the future.

”

top tips for
media work
a guide for
scientists

Professor Mark Walport, former Director of the
Wellcome Trust, current Chief Scientific Advisor

You are publicly funded – do you have a duty
to speak?
Most UK academics receive at least part of their funding
from the public purse. People report a high degree
of trust in scientists and broadly agree that science
benefits people and society; do you have a responsibility
to ensure the public understand the work you’re doing?
Speaking in the media may get you more funding
and collaborations
Many of the scientists we work with have been
approached with offers of funding since their comments
appeared in the media. Plus many report potential
collaborators getting in touch following their work with
journalists.

When science is in the news, you have an
attentive audience
Before GM hit the news with ‘Frankenfood’ headlines,
the media and the public were not interested in the
issue. Tim Radford, former science editor at the
Guardian, described the media frenzy in 1998 as a
‘wonderful opportunity to educate the public about a
new technology’. Though GM did not play out the way
many scientists would have liked in the media, many
issues
that
attract equally
scary headlines
have been
For
more
information,
contact
the
coveredMedia
in a more
balanced way because scientists
Science
Centre:
have worked closely with journalists – topics such as
nanotechnology,
020
7611 8300 cloning, stem cell and animal research.
People
are most interested in science when it is in the
smc@sciencemediacentre.org
headlines and that is when you will gain the most from
www.sciencemediacentre.org
interacting with the media.
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Preparing to do media work
• Find your press officer – they can give you help and
advice on doing media work. Keep their name, and
phone numbers to hand in case a journalist calls you.
You should also make sure that your press officer
has your mobile number. Borrow one if needed!
• If you expect to be doing a lot of media work in the
future ask your press officer whether they can get you
some media training.
• The SMC offers you the chance to attend our ‘Introduction
to the News Media’ event, and give support and advice
when your area of science hits the headlines.
• Practice speaking about your work in jargon free
language to non-scientists (try writing about your work
in 150 words). Do not use acronyms or measurements
that the public may not understand.
• If you have an important paper coming out, ask if the
journal is going to issue a press release. If it is, make
yourself available for interviews before and after the
publication date.

Firstly, find out why the journalist is phoning, what is
the reason for writing this story now (their peg)? You
should also check where the journalist is calling from,
are they a newspaper, radio or TV journalist? And
The news media could be described as
which programme or publication?

Why work with the news media?

one
of the worst ways to explain science, given
its fast turnover, tight deadlines and space
constraints. However, there are very good
Newspaper
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immediately.
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about
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you are
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We regularly speak to scientists who regret not

• If theengaging
enquiry really
in yourthe
area,
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know
as
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often
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• Is your research at all controversial? If so, plan ahead
and be prepared to answer tricky questions. Ask the
SMC for help if you need it.

ignore
media at your
peril!is time before
• If youYou
need
morethe
information,
and there
the journalist’s deadline, you can ask to see the press
release or paper related to the story.

“The West African Ebola virus outbreak
understandably generated a frenzy of journalist
and public interest. The opportunity to spread
alarmist misinformation was immense. But by
constantly engaging with the media, occasionally
at slightly unsociable hours of the day and
night, we were able to ensure that reporting was
well-informed and balanced.

• Because of time constraints and issues surrounding
editorial independence print journalists very rarely
check their copy back with scientists, so don’t expect
to see the finished article before it is published.
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the headlines to the campaigners and the politicians?

to journalists because I care about
“theI speak
way my area of science is covered in the

news, and I know by working with the media I
can ensure they have the best information to
• Remember
theHowever,
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– some that I didn’t expect. For example, as a
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speaking
media, I was offered industry funding, and have
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someinternational
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”

of science
issues in
the media.
Christopher
Shaw,
Professor of Neurology and

Neurogenetics, King’s College London
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Professor
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who is of the
organising
the interview.
Wellcome
Trust, current Chief Scientific Advisor
• If you are doing an interview on a controversial topic,
ask if you will be head to head with someone who has
an opposing view point. If you are, and have time
You
publicly
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youtheir
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theare
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try funded
to find out
about
views
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speak?
on the

Most UK academics receive at least part of their funding
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purse.
report a high
interviews
from
journalists,
askbroadly
your press
officer
of trust
in scientists
and
agree
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for help.
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have
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to ensure the public understand the work you’re doing?

• Before speaking to a journalist, decide on 3 key messages
that you want to put across in the interview. If you are
asked a question that does not relate to your 3 points,
try to get back to the subjects you want to cover using
phrases such as ‘what we must remember is...’, ‘the
really important point is...’, ‘interestingly...’.

Prof Jonathan Ball, Professor of Molecular Virology,
University of Nottingham

“

General
points about

Increasingly
as broadcast
a researchinterviews
funding body
we are recognising the importance of having
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• When you are doing an interview try not to repeat back
the questions to the interviewer. If possible, you should
in the
media may
get you
more funding
makeSpeaking
your answers
stand-alone,
succinct
statements.

and collaborations
Many of the scientists we work with have been
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potential
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nanotechnology, cloning, stem cell and animal research.
David Shukman,
Editor, BBC
People areScience
most interested
in News
science when it is in the
headlines and that is when you will gain the most from
interacting with the media.
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